In utero sensitization in Chagas' disease leads to altered lymphocyte phenotypic patterns in the newborn cord blood mononuclear cells.
Neonates are sensitized in utero to maternal circulating antigens and idiotypes that eventually cross the placental barrier. We believe that children born of mothers under long lasting antigenic stimulation, as in a chronic infection, would be affected by these maternal influences and show differences in the phenotypic repertoire of lymphocytes. To test this hypothesis, we evaluated flow cytometry studies in cord blood mononuclear cells (CBMC) from children born of chagasic mothers without congenital disease, with special attention to T and B cells and expression of activation markers. We have also evaluated the peripheral blood mononuclear cells (PBMC) of these children 6 months after delivery. We show that CBMC of children born of infected mothers have high proliferative responses to antigenic stimulation, significantly lower mean percentages of CD3+ T cells, CD4+ T cells and diminished expression of the costimulatory molecule CD28 in the CD8+ T cell subset. Interestingly, this subpopulation has an increased expression of the MHC class II gene product as evidenced by the expression of HLADR. It is noteworthy that the patterns observed in CBMC T lymphocyte populations of these children closely resemble earlier findings on lymphocytic profiles of chronic chagasic adult patients and those of their mothers. We also show that, 6 months after delivery, some alterations observed at birth are reversed to levels observed in noninfected individuals.